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By Tom Silverm an

I
t  w a s 1966. T h e  year w a s b est k n o w n  for the 

release o f  the historic Pet Sounds album, b u t 

it also saw  the first N um ber O n e hit for Simon 

and Garfunkel, w ith  “Sounds o f  Silence”; the 

M on kees, w ith  “L ast Train to  C larksville”; 

and Tom m y James and th e Shondells, w ith  

“H anky Panky.” In  fact, more than on e 'th ird  

o f  th at year’s N u m b er O n e  hits w e re  b y  

artists w h o  had never before charted.

O n e  o f  these, “W h e n  a M an  L oves a 

W om an ,” w o u ld  go on  to  becom e the 

m ost rem em b ered  rh yth m  62? b lu es 

re c o rd  o f  th a t year. P e rc y  S led ge ’s 

p o w e r fu l  v o ic e ,  c o u p le d  w i t h  h is 

Sunday'gO 'tO 'm eeting innocence, rang 

tru e  to  m illions o f  lis te n e rs  w o rld w id e .

H is ability  to  tell his tale o f  heartbreak sim ply 

y e t elegantly influenced virtu ally  every  ro ck  6s? roll 

artist w h o  w a s touched  b y  soul music. Y ou  hear the 

gospel, y o u  hear th e  cou n try , y o u  hear the blues, 

y o u  smell th e Sou th , and y o u  feel th e pain. W h e n  

P ercy  Sledge sings, y o u  are there.

T h e  “Golden V oice o f  Soul,” Percy Sledge w as born 

on N ovem ber 25,1940, in Leighton, Alabam a. H is fa ' 

ther died w h en  he w as tw o  months old. In his teens, 

Sledge sang at the Galilee Baptist C hurch and in the 

cotton  fields. Early on, he w as steeped in the country 

sounds o f  Jimmy Reed, R oyA cu ff, and Hank W illiam s. 

H e began  p erform in g  w ith  a fiv e 'm a n  a cap p ella  

group, th e B ellton es, w h o  w o n  first place singing 

“T h e  Banana B oat Song” at a con test sponsored by 

the Alabam a A6s?M N e w  Farmers o f  Am erica.

In the early sixties, Sledge w orked  as an orderly at 

C o lb ert C o u n ty  H ospital, in Sheffield, Alabam a, b e '

fore taking a construction  job  in 1965. T h a t year, a 

few  w eeks before Christm as, his girlfriend left him 

to move to  N ew ark, N e w  Jersey. “I didn’t  have any 

m oney to  go after her, so there w as nothing I could 

do to  try  to  get her back,” he later said. T hen, on  D e ' 

cem ber 21, he w as laid o ff  from  his job. W ith  things 

about as bad as th ey could get, as he packed 

up his tools, Sledge v o w e d  to his co w o rk ' 

ers that he w o u ld  get a record deal and 

have him self a b ig  hit w ith in  the next 

six months -  and bu y  them all drinks. 

Later th at day, a local group called the 

E sq u ires C o m b o  asked  him  to  sing 

w ith  them  on Christm as Eve, because 

their regular vocalist had laryngitis. T h e 

depressed Sledge at first said no, b u t w h en  

he heard  th ey  w o u ld  p ay  him  f ifty  dollars, he 

agreed. T h a t night at the gig, he asked bass player 

Cam eron Lew is and organist A n d re w  W righ t to  play 

something in any key. O u t came the phrase “W h y  did 

yo u  leave me, baby?” w h ich  w o u ld  turn  into “W h e n  

a M an  Loves a W om an.” “I really didn’t  think about 

it, it ju st came out,” said Sledge. “It w as ‘a happy a c ' 

c id e n t’ -  w a sn ’t  no h e a v y  th o u gh t; I w a s  ju s t  so 

damned sad. I’d been singing th at crying m elody in 

the fields picking cotton .”
Q uin  Ivy, a  local DJ w h o ow ned a record store and 

a recording studio, happened to be in  the audience 

that Christm as Eve. H e encouraged Sledge, Lew is, 

and W righ t to  w o rk  more on “W h y  D id  You Leave 

M e, B ab y .” S o o n  after, S ledge au d ition ed  th e  r e ' 

vam p ed  song, n o w  called  “W h e n  a M an  L o v e s a 

W om an,” at Ivy’s Tune Tow n record store, completely 

w inning him over. In early 1966, at Sheffield’s N orala
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▲  The emotional and impassioned country-soul music of Percy Sledge has continuously influenced rock & roll a rtists  since his 1966 debut.

Studio (later Q u in vy Studios), Ivy coproduced 

the song w ith  his recording engineer and ar- 

ranger, M arlin  G reene, w h o played guitar on 

the track, and w ith  Spooner Oldham providing 

the memorable organ line. M o s t o f  the musi

cians on the session, w h ich w as engineered b y  

Jimmy Johnson, w ere  regulars at the M uscle  

Shoals Fame Studio: A lb ert “Junior” L o w e on 

bass, Roger Hawkins on drums, and a horn sec

tion composed o f  Jack Peck on trumpet and Billy 

C o fie ld  and D on  “Rim” Pollard on  ten or sax.

B acking vocals w e re  su pplied  b y  Jerry Eddlem an, Jeannie 

Greene, Sandy Posey, and Hershel Wiggington.

Ivy  signed Sledge and played the final version  o f  the song 

for Fame ow ner R ick Hall, w h o  w as so im pressed he called

J e rry  W e x le r  at A tla n tic , w h o  kn ew  a h it 

w h en  he heard one. “I got so excited  w hen 1 
got that record,” recalled W exler, w h o  quickly 
bought the m aster and Sledge’s contract from 
Ivy. “W h e n  a M an  Lo ves a W om an” rocketed 
to  N um ber O n e on M a y  28 (and stayed there 

fo r tw o  w eeks) and also held the N um ber One 
sp ot on the R & B  chart fo r a month. A s  he’d 

p rom ised his co n stru c tio n -w o rk e r buddies 
five m onths earlier, Sledge the singing sensa
tio n  to ok  them  ou t for drinks after one o f his 

headlining perform ances.
Rapidly establishing his soulful version  o f  “d irty  South” 

tinged w ith  cou n try  flavor, Percy Sledge began a roll w ith 
two more hits: ‘W a rm  and Tender Love” (#17 pop, #5 R&?B,



▲ Percy Sledge performing at the New Orleans Jazz & Heritage Festival A The “ Golden Voice of Soul”  knocking audiences dead, c irca 1967

1966) and “It Tears M e U p ” (#20 pop, #7 R&PB, 1966). Having 

helped establish the M u scle  Shoals sound, Sledge w o rk ed  

w ith  songwriters D an Penn and Spooner Oldham on many o f  

his hits. R ick  H all’s Fame Studios w as becom ing a hit ma

chine, in fact, producing records for Sledge as w ell as such 

artists as A reth a  Franklin, W ilso n  Pickett, Clarence Carter, 

and A rth u r Conley. A n d  Fame session 

guitarist Duane Allm an w ould  add his 

distin ctive slide sound to  num erous 

Sledge recordings.

T h e  Sledge h it parade con tin u ed  

for the next few  years w ith  “Love M e 

U n d e r ” (#40 pop, #35 R&?B, 1967),

“ C o v e r  M e ” (#42 p o p , #39 R6s?B,

1967) , and “Take Tim e to K n o w  H er”

(#11 p o p , #6 R6s?B, 19 6 8 ). S led g e  

p laced  fo u rte e n  singles on  th e  pop  

charts from  1966 to  1974 and hit the 
R&?B charts thirteen tim es during the same period. H e con

tinued to record for A tla n tic  until 1974, w h en  he made an 

a lbu m  fo r  P h il W a ld e n  a t C a p r ic o r n  R e c o rd s , w h e r e  

Sledge’s last charting record, “I’ll Be Your Everything,” hit 

the R & B  Top T w en ty  in 1974.
T w enty-cin e y e a rs  a fte r  th e  re lease  o f  “W Tien a M a n  

L oves a W om an ,” O liv er Ston e featured the num ber in his 

1987 film Platoon, sparking n ew  in terest in the song: U sed  

b y  L evi Strauss in  a B ritish  television  com m ercial, it  w e n t 

to  N u m b er T w o  on th e  U .K . ch arts and w a s  rereleased  

th ro u g h o u t E u ro p e. T h e  re n ew ed  enthusiasm  garn ered

Sledge perform ances on  Saturday T^ight Live and Entertain' 

ment Tonight, as w e ll as some M T V  video play.
In 1989, Sledge w a s  on e o f  th e  f irs t  re c ip ien ts  o f  th e 

R h y th m  B lu e s  F o u n d a t io n ’ s C a r e e r  A c h ie v e m e n t  

A w a rd , given to  artists w h o  have made lifelong con trib u 

tions to  the developm ent o f  rhythm  &  blues. In 1993, the 
A la b a m a  M u s ic  H all o f  Fam e p re 

sen ted him w ith  a L ife w o rk  A w a rd  
for Perform ing A chievem ent. Sledge 

h a s c o n tin u e d  to  r e c o rd  o v e r  th e  

y e a r s ,  in c lu d in g  th e  a lb u m  B lu e  

TTight in  1994. H is m o st re c en t e f

f o r t ,  2 0 0 4 ’s S h in in g  T hrough the 

Rain, includes perform ances b y  Phil 

U pchurch, Jakob D ylan, Paul Jones, 

D o n  H e ff in g to n , G re g  L e is z , and 

C arla  O lson . Its country-soul sound 

has received high critical acclaim.

T h e  music o f  Percy  Sledge has con tin uously  influenced 

ro ck  6? ro ll a rtists  since 1966. L iste n  to  Piw pol H arum ’s 

‘W h ite r  Shade o f  Pale” or talk to numerous rock 6? roll artists 

w h o w ere around in the sixties and th ey w ill acknowledge the 

im portance and influence o f  Percy Sledge to  their develop

ment. C overed b y  M ichael Bolton and Bette M idler and even 

sound-checked b y  the G rateful Dead, Percy Sledge is rumored 

to  have once briefly  em ployed a you n g Jimi H endrix as his 

backup  gu itarist. O n e  th in g is clear: T h e re  w a s  magic in 

Sheffield, Alabam a, in late 1965 and early 1966, and P ercy 

Sledge w as in the middle o f  that magic. •

Percy Sledge’s 
pow erful voice rang 

true to m illions 
o f listeners

r .


